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Australia has won plaudits from conservationists by extending protection to 
some of its most spectacular natural habitats. Hannah Robertson reports.
Mountain rescueLast month the Australian Alps were 
awarded National Heritage status 
in recognition of the outstanding 
natural and cultural significance 
of Australia’s most spectacular 
mountain range. The heritage listing 
applies to a group of national parks 
that encompass the High Country in 
Victoria, the Snowy Mountains in New 
South Wales, and the Brindabella 
Ranges in the Australian Capital 
Territory and total 1.6 million hectares. 
From a conservation standpoint, 
the alps overall are considered to 
be in good condition, with some of 
the wetlands identified as being in 
near pristine condition, but there are 
threats from introduced species and 
human activities including skiing, 
climate change and grazing. Thus, 
the heritage listing is a welcome extra 
protection for the region.
The Australian Alps are divided into 
four altitudinal zones — tableland, 
montane, sub-alpine, and alpine — 
each with a different range of plant life. 
The terrain within these zones is highly 
varied, giving rise to many different 
sub-communities of plant species. The 
montane zone is characterised by lush, 
dense, cool forests: an unexpected 
and refreshing surprise on this, the 
driest inhabited continent on earth. 
There are well over a thousand plant 
species in the alps, representing 
almost all plant families in Australia. 
Approximately ten percent of them are 
endemic to the alps, a much higher 
rate than in most areas. These include 
the anemone buttercup, the Bogong 
daisy-bush and the silky daisy, all of 
which are threatened, and snow gums, 
the predominant tree around the snow 
line. 
All the major animal groups are 
represented among the fauna of 
the alps, including a number of 
vulnerable and threatened species. 
These include every day marsupials, 
such as wallabies, wombats, koalas, 
and platypus, as well as a number of 
lesser known species, such as sugar 
gliders, a small species of possum 
once thought extinct and now a popular pet in the United States. 
In the summer months the alps are 
home to thousands of aestivating 
Bogong moths, a migratory insect 
that breeds on the hot inland plains 
and then shelters in alpine caves and crevices to escape the heat. These 
moths were once an important source 
of protein in the diet of indigenous 
Australians who gathered in the alps 
in the summer and caught moths in 
string nets made from the bark of 
various shrubs. In fact, Bogong moths 
are second only to the sun as a source 
of energy input into the Australian 
alps and are still the principal source Valued: The stunning landscape of the Australian Alps has won greater protection as a 
National Heritage Site. (Photo: © David Wall/Alamy.)
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Europeans have been rethinking their 
attitudes towards animals this year, 
particularly their closest relatives: 
the great apes. In the summer, the 
environment committee of the Spanish 
parliament voted to grant limited rights 
to our closest biological relatives.
The committee wished to bind Spain 
to the principles of the Great Ape 
Project, which points to apes’ human 
qualities, including the ability to feel 
fear and happiness, create tools, use 
languages, remember the past and 
plan for the future.
The European Commission has also 
proposed stricter controls on the use of 
animals in medical testing, including a 
symbolic ban on experiments involving 
the great apes. The draft directive 
announced last month — in the making 
for eight years — would outlaw testing 
on chimpanzees, bonobos, gorillas and 
orang-utans, unless experiments were 
needed to counter a new epidemic 
of life-threatening illness. The ban is 
symbolic because great apes are no 
longer used in experiments.
Spain’s vote was inspired by the 
work of Peter Singer, an ethicist 
from Princeton University, and Paola 
Cavalieri, an Italian philosopher, who 
conceived the Great Ape Project. They 
regard apes as part of a ‘community of 
equals’ with humans.
“Scientific research must 
focus on finding alternative 
methods to animal testing. 
But, where alternatives are 
not available, the situation of 
animals used in experiments 
must be improved.”
Under discussion in Spain, it is 
proposed that it would be illegal to kill 
apes except in self-defence, use them 
for medical experiments, imprison them, 
or use them for circuses or films. The 
300 apes in Spanish zoos would not be 
freed but better conditions would be 
mandated.
The EU, however, still proposes 
the use of other primates, such as 
macaques and marmosets, and all 
animals ‘likely to experience pain’, 
although use would be restricted, with 
measures including ethical evaluations 
of all new projects by a ‘competent 
authority’ and rules on appropriate 
cage size and living environments.
About 12 million animals are used in 
experiments each year in the EU, the 
vast majority of which are rats and mice, 
with monkeys making up one per cent.
Half of all animals are used to 
test new drugs, a third for biological 
research and a small number for 
testing cosmetic products. The EU’s 
new chemical safety laws may mean 
an increase in the number of tests on 
substances used in everyday products.
Experiments on primates tend 
to focus on neurological disorders 
such as Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s and 
multiple sclerosis, as well as complex 
pathologies such as HIV, malaria and 
cancer. “It is absolutely important to 
steer away from testing on animals,” 
says environment commissioner 
Stavros Dinas.
“Scientific research must focus on 
finding alternative methods to animal 
testing. But, where alternatives are not 
available, the situation of animals used 
in experiments must be improved.”
Animal rights campaigners, such 
as the Dr Hadwen Trust for Humane 
Research, gave the proposals a 
guarded welcome but plan to lobby 
MEPs to extend the directive to cover 
invertebrates and animal foetuses and 
to ban any test  that causes ‘severe 
or prolonged pain’.
“This is a one-off opportunity for 
Europe to lead the world in ending 
animal experiments and replacing them 
with the most technologically advanced 
non-animal techniques science can 
offer,” the group’s Emily Mclvor said.
The European Commission first 
acknowledged in 2001 that its current 
directive on animal testing was 
outdated and in need of improvement. 
Progress on producing a draft has 
been extremely slow. 
Some scientists worry that the new 
legislation will drive animal testing 
out of Europe to overseas centres 
where animals may receive worse 
treatment than at present. The scientific 
community is also concerned MEPs 
will further tighten up the directive 
for political reasons. And last year 
some MEPs backed a declaration 
demanding a timetable for replacing all 
EU debate on the use of animals in 
experiments is opening up the issue 
again. Nigel Williams reports.
Animal splitsof protein for the mountain pygmy possum, a tiny 45 g possum and the 
only mammal unique to alpine and 
subalpine areas of Australia. Pygmy 
possums have a range totalling less 
than ten square kilometres and almost 
entirely coincident with Australian ski 
resorts, so it is perhaps fortuitous for 
them that they hibernate during the 
winter. Winter-active mammals, like 
the dusky antechinus (a carnivorous 
marsupial mouse), the common bush 
rat and the broad toothed rat, survive 
the cold by foraging in a network of 
corridors formed under the snow by 
the understorey in which temperatures 
remain relatively stable all winter. 
The cold mountain streams 
are home to a species of fish, 
the mountain galaxia, that uses 
specialised fins to climb over rocks, 
enabling these fish to seek out better 
water sources in difficult times. Once 
widespread but now restricted to 
alpine and sub-alpine pools because 
of competition from the introduced 
brown trout, they sun themselves on 
rocks, and were once even observed 
lying on the ice, to regulate their body 
temperature.
The alps were once an important 
region for indigenous Australians and 
there are many traces of their use. The 
Birrigai Shelter was used by them as 
far back as 21,000 years ago and last 
used by them in the mid-nineteenth 
century. As well as eating bogong 
moths, they developed a technique of 
‘farming’ possums by making traps in 
hollow trees.
Possibly the rarest species found 
in the alps — the two and a half 
centimetre long, yellow and black 
striped southern corroboree frog — is 
listed as critically endangered 
under IUCN classification, and there 
are thought to be fewer than one 
thousand remaining in the wild. These 
brightly coloured, diminutive frogs 
were once abundant and famous 
for their grunting calls, but over the 
past thirty years their numbers have 
dropped dramatically due to infection 
by the chytrid fungus and probably 
also many years of drought. The name 
corroboree is an aboriginal word for 
meeting or gathering and their range 
coincides with an area where tribes 
would gather to feast on bogong 
moths in the summer, adding their 
own corroboree to the chorus of 
mating frogs. Now neither gathering is 
audible, though a few frogs, at least, 
remain.
